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ABSTBACT j / | ^ 

I Beadarama, a veekly reading group, was conducted in a 

retireaent center in Athens, Georgia • Participants in the voluntary 
group were retired woEaen who were lifelong readers and who continued 
to enjoy reading as a hobj^y. Because of differences in reading 
interests and in tioe available for reading, meabers read 
independently during the week; Beadarama tiae was used for 
discussions! of individual reading and for the exchange of ideas and 
reainiscences. Each week the group leader supplied suppleaental, 
optional reading material, choosing stories froa ''70 Host 
Unforgettable Characters froa ■Eeader"s Digest*" because of their 
popularity with group aembers, Headaraaa points up ti^e value of the 
reading group as a social outlet, an outlet for an 

already-established hobby^r and a way for previously active adults to 
aaintain solne level of activity and structure in their retired lives* 
(GW) 
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BIJHAIJCIITG TrE'r LH'TIS OF .^GSD IN A HETII?F'EFT CENTER 
THRCTTGH A TT^CGRA^T OP I?EADB!G 

Molly M. TTilson 
The University of Georgia 

A survey of the liter ^"na^'e in the major .journals in reading, library 
science, and gerontology shovrs no precedent for reading groups^ conducted in 
retirement centers. Senior Citizens, Inc. in Nashville, Tennessee is one 
of the largest retirement centers in the n.S. but has n6V3;^adinp; programs 
per se as part of its program. (1976) Several public libraries in msjor 
urban ar^as have special reading; facilities for the elderly with well- ^ 
Jip;hted rooms on ground floor level outfitted with comfortable chairs, 
books in large print, talkinf? books and magnification devices. Still, 
none of these facilities offer a reading club, or a scheduled session for 
interaction anong elderly readers • (iTational Survey, 1971) 

The American Library Association and its affiliated publications state 
that librarians need more training in dealing vrith the a.^ed. Better 
physical facilities are needed, and more books on how to grow old gracefully* 
(Barnett, 196l)(Casey, 1971) These publications assume that elderly peonle 
need special services and have special interests different from younger • 
adults, thoaf;h they admit that no research is available to substantiate this 
opinion* 

Many of the facilities end programs that are a^vailable for the elderly 
a're in urban areas and are available only for those who are able to get to 
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the library* fevr bcx)kniobile senrices are proTcrided. The TTiite House 
Conference on Aging (l97l) recognized the need for more social services 
for the aged, including library services, ^-s a result, a iTational Surrey 
of library Services of the Aginj vms undertaken in 1971 « Questionnaires 
.we're mailed to 1100 libraries in the U.S, to examine services available p 
Hesults shelved less than 1% of federal fimds available for libraries goes 
toT/ard rBet-ing tine needs of the aged. The Survey called for more money, 
^more st&ff training, and TTior^e concentration on the aged. Yet, a Phase II 
study in 1972 sho-ived that still less than 2^:- of the aged received library 
services • Recoirmiendations of Pliase I r/ere re"-eTnphjasi2ed, but even norr in 
1977, little seems to have been done tov/ard providing library services or 
readinr^ prograTns for the aged. 

To meet the needs indicated by the above studies, Readarama \ms 
developed for a retirement center in Athens, Georgia. The center Itself 
is a publically funded retix'erent center, open to area residents over 55. 
The retirement center in this study offers a ysriety of classes and services, 
including: furniture rof inishing", picture framing, chair caning, art, r-i-eative 
v/riting and tutoring for illiterate elderly. Lfost participants are healthy 
and ective adults. The Readarama participants vrere all involved in at 
least one other class at the center and various other activities in the 
community. Readarama ran tivBlve r^elcs - tr.-o in Hovember, and from January 8 
to liarch 15# It v.^as originally scheduled to r^^n iust six vreeks , hut I'/as 
extonded because of the interest of the' participants . . 

This paper vrill explain the experiment set iip mth Readarama, including 
characteristics of the members, their reading interests and habits. The 
administrative problems of this type group and the actual group organization 
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TTill be discussed. In oonclusion the interests of the readers and the 
topics discussed in Readaraim show participants to be a very active group 
of lifelong readers ^mo liappen to be cf retirement age rather than a 
distinct group to be labelled "the elderly*" 

Since Headaram ''.'las to be a voluntary program, the leader v/as relatively 
sure the population vrould consist of avid readers. The ^roup, "which included 
six regular participants and six others, bore out the finding of high 
educational levels for" people interested in reading. T^rc other 
characteristics v/ere also observed in all meinbers* (l) they had been active, 
v/orking v/oinen* (s) they v.^re all living in Athens to be ne£:r their 
children* The age range of the participants ivas 59 to 75. 

One Tiiember had v/orlced as a bookkeeper for over 50 years, No?^, she has 
ret;- red to a job as volurrbeer secretary for the retirement center. The 
oldest participant spends half of each year travelling vdth her daughter. 
A third pai^cipant still wor^'rs managing; a cemetary in a nearby to^Mi. 
She serves as a tape pal to 31 blind people across the nation. Another 
participant ^vas a 73 ;\reQr old college graduate v;ho had gror/n up on the 
Oklahoma prairie and attended a sod school houso , learning to read from the 
Bible. So all the vz-omen r/ere active , vital v/onien vrho had alr.'ays lived 
scheduled and purposeful lives and continued to do so ii;i retirement. 

No men participated in the group because Readarama conflicted with ; 
the very popular furniture i^finishing class. One man did attend vfhen 
Harry Tru.mn rms discussed because he had met Truman, but he tvas the 
instructor "of the furniti.ire refinishing class and could not attend 
regularly. Most of the men at the center said they didn*t ynant to be in 
Readarama mth "a bunch of vromen." Inte'x*estingly, one of the. female 
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members pari;icipated in both classes by bringing her chair to Readaraisa 
meetings and sanding as she tall:ed. 

The reading interests and habits of the nembers varied greatly. One 
member read Readers ^ Digest Jla^azine the Readers' Dip;est Condensed Ifovels , 
Another read TiiiB and the ne^vspeper. One ivonan, who T.?as an insonmiac, took 
a book and flashlight to bed rd-th her every rJ.p;ht. She read and dozed all 
night, TTer interests Mere in ccnteip.porary fiction at present. But, she ims 
an avid J lifelong reader, as v;ere all of the Darticipants . 

Another n/itcber vrho had recently lost -t.-ro daughters in a car Yrreck v/as 
reading a number of religious books, admittedly tr:^/lng to understand their 
deaths. The ccilege graduate considered Readarama as a class, the only 
participant vfrc did so« , Ghe took notes Jb,Qth on the talk during the hour 
sessions and on her solectioDE outside the neetings, A ivriter herself, 
she has published several jstories in local magazines, and contributed a great 
deal of technical information to t' e group. Reading from old high school 
literature boolcs her daughter had given her, she reported on. the style and , 
T/riting techniques oC the authors. 

Still another member^s reading interests vrere dictated by an unusual 
reading habit. She read Guideposts , a small religious pamphlet vreekly 
because it is light-^reirrht and she can lay in bed, flat on her back, and hold 
it up to read until she falls asleep. As she conmented, VH^^en l fall asleep 
and drop it, it vron^t hurt me." This brief overvievr sho\7c hovf diverse- the 
reading interests and habits of the membors ivere. 

Several adjninistrative problems deserve mention. First, ' Tuesday 
morning meetings proved to be somev/hat of a problem because of the -conflict 
vrith the popular furniture re finisliing class. ITovj-ever, due to previous. 



coinnitnents , -zhe leader could not meet at. any other tin^. Yet, this 
retirement center has such a coT:5)rehensive schedule th^t any other scheduled 
msating tirs T/ould have presented a conflict -ivith some activity, also. 

Secondly, sessions were scheduled to begin Ifovember 3. Because 
of complications in the mailing of the Hoveiuber ner/sletters to center 
participants, the - informa tion on t he sessions did not go out until November 15, 
Again, in January the first meeting ims postponed because the January 
neTTsletter did not go out. Therefore, the retirement center director had 
to personally telephone interested people to publicize Readaraira. 

Logistics problems arose, also because the shuttle bus service provided 
to participants rras often late in runnin?^. The staff of the center v/ere 
very cordial and extrenely helpful to the leader. TOiile the meeting room 
ims rather noisy, as arould be expected in a public center, that fact seemed 
to bother the 27 year old leader more than the 70 year old participants. 

Since no- literature vms available on how to set up this type of group, 
the organization v;a3 very flexible in the be/rirming. Because no precedent 
"vvas available, the leader\decided to proiride a story for everyone to read 
at the first session to generate disc^'ssion. Since the group ims originally 
scheduled to begin on Election Day, the leader chose a 1948 l^msvreek article 
on the Tr^Jiman-Derrey election for the first reading material. .Attending 
members chose to follovr along as the group leader read the article , aloud, 
•rather than volunteering to reacl aloud themselves or to read silently. It 
rras immediately apparent by their restlessness and boredom, that this "fead 
aloud" method ^./"ould not be acceptable on a v/eelcly basis. Th.ey began the 
subsequent discussion hv sayinr^ "they did not remember Truman, but by the 
end of the first session, members decided they not only remembei-ed Truman 
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iDU-t TTanted tc discuss Mn furxher the folloTring ^rask. It is to be noted 
that miiy stiirs-ilatinp: discussions in the t^velve "vveelcs rrare prefaced by, 
"I don*t renerier." 

Before the next meeting everyone had individiiQ lly read somethin"; about 
Truinan or the Carter election^ v/hich became part of the conrorsation, also. 
Per exar^ple, one nember brought a "Personal Gliinpses" coluim frcm Readers ^ 
Digest on Truinan. Another had read Plain Speakini^ . The leader copied part 

^^^Q ^Q^^ Eell 3 Harry by E.L. Dayton (1956) for each participant to tales 
home to read. IfeinberB exchang^ed irjTorination on mterials and good books 
and decided to talk about Truinan and Carter again the folloTdng vreek. That, 
the last iTieeting in Noveinberi r.'as attended only by one person du e to a sleet 
storm the nir^ht before • Because of holiday obligations, the group did not . 
meet in December. 

when the neetings resuined in January, Readarama members agreed that 
everyone %vDuld read something-; daring the rreelz independently and the 
Readarama tiriie *.vould be used to discuss the individual reading and exchange 
book ideas. By tliis point in time, both the members and the leader 
recognized the vast differences in reading interests and .the time variances 
in how much members^ could read during the iveolc» Conducting the class by 
group decision ^vas very important to the' members . They vrere alert to 
avoiding a class lYhere the leader taught, bossed, or forced people to read 
aloud or made assignments. 

At the first January meeting, the leader s vw^i^^d a-, story v/hich members 
took home to road if they v/anted to. It v/as "^f/ N^nlcing Neighbor" by Pearl 
Buck, tal:on from 70 J-ost Unf orge'btablo Cha racters from Readers^ Qigest »(l967) 
The participants liked the story so much that they requested others from 
that book. The leader supplied a randomly selected story from the Readers* 



Digest "book as supplensntal, optional readin ■ naterial TTeolcly. 

The preferences for the Readers' Digest stories, all biographies, shofv 
a certain pattern, that should be noted. The tv/o most popular stories used 
YTere "Angel from I2aine" by Robert P. Tristran Coffin about a v.-oman raising 
her famly in the frontier islands of Ifeine, and "Country'- Doctor" by Helen 
Graham Rezatto about a midfrastem doctor. Both "ivere set in the early 19Gp*s 
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and vrere reminiscent of the participants' early childhood days. In contrast 
the . least favorite storj^- T/as ^*Unf orgettable Benchley" by ?5arc Connelly 
about the *i7ork anci life of Robert Benchley. -It 77as a factual account of 
Eenchley's life. Other similarly factual stories T/ere the least preferred, 
also* All participants indicated that they had read every story TOe^cly no 
matter v/hat it vms and ^.^hen they missed n session, asked for copies of the 
stories they had missed. The Readers' Digest stories v^re passed on to 
other non-group members, also. Most enjoyed the stories because they vrere, 
short and entertaining, but one member said she enjoyed th^m because thoy 
vrere light'i .-eight and she could read them f/iule lying flat on her back, thus 
supplem.enting her diet of Giideposts and fitting into her unusual reading 
habits . 

The Readarama sessions generated discussion not only of reading ;and 
books but also of life reminiscences and social problems. Readarama 
participants n-ere much too busy to read for long periods of time except as 
a means to overcomG insomnia.' All attendants read the newspaper daily and 
seemed to dismiss that as not really readinp;. Ifegazines vrere not read, 
hovjever, because they vrere considered to be too expensive. Book choices 
mentioned by members show a preference for short stories or condensations # 
The participants did not buy books because of the expense. Instead, they 



TTsre given "books and s-^pped them 7ri.th nei-^hbors, friends; and their 
children. Only one used the public libniry* others said it -was 
inaccessible. 

In group sessions, each inenber reported on her readinf^ in turn. Hone 
indicated__ovenvhelininr, interest in reading ^*at anyone else had read' 
primarily each meraber read in her ovm interest area. Each person reported 
her reading, the group generated di^^cussion on the topic and -went on to 
the next topic. At first tlie leader tried to read, and ^oin in the discussion 
but it ms apparent that the rsenbers did not consider the leader a 
participant. 

Tlie talk stiinulated during the discussions' v/as as interesting as tlie 
renorts on reading. The recurrent topics TOre the current state of the 
-world, including; Carter *s presidency, the energy crisis, and violence, 
"^lile Carter ar^d the energy crisis rrere^ expected discussion topics, violence 
Twlth children i^s a surprisinrly recurrent theme, even before IfflC's j 
special program on violence in late January. All the women were concerned. 
Tvith child abuse, as r.'ell as the violence that children see on television. 
The present day life concerns discujssed during Readarama v/ere those of any 
active adult TOmen - home, grocery prices, community activities, and family 
obligations. , , 

Ikny more of the group discussions consisted of reminiscences of the 
past. T^ro members shared origins in Illinois and often discussed events 
and places there. Anoth'sr often reminisced about building her first ho!ne 
from the ground up. The mem.bers' reminiscences v/ere primarily of young 
married life, vrhen their children rare young. \. 
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RegrettaTDly, Seadarara. had to r-e discontinued Varch 15 because of the 
leader's previous ccinnitnents . In lookinf: hack over Readarana^ several 
points corse to nind. First, the ladies in the frroup^did not have tine to 
read a great deal. They read li!:e the rest of the active adults are 
perceived, to read, a bit ho re and a Mt there. The group a nesns of 
getting together T/ith other readers, not a class or therapy session. It ttrs 
a social outlet and a u^ay for previously active adults to inaintain some 
level of activity and structure in their retired lives. The remniscences 
viere the nost en.jo^/Hble part of the group for all participants. The ladies 
enjoyed sharing memories of their early roarried lives, and enjoyed explaining 
things to the young leader vrho Y.'as treated as a granddaughter. Here than 
once appreciation v.'as e::pressed for the leader ^s interest in thern and in 
Tjhat they had to say. 

The actus 1 interests of the participants ^Tere varied to such a great 
extent th^t any regimentation of the grc^ vrould have been impossible. It 
is noted that a>-)y reading gror'^n for healthy, active aged adults vrould have 
to be run either as a class (v/hich ti-is group did not ^vant) or would have 
to be veiy open and unstructured, as the group v/as . Mo requirements vre re 
put on group members in Readarana r/hatsoever. The fe^r times the leader 
tried to create structure, participants backed and stated emphatically that 
they -werenH in school anymore. 

CommunitI problemjs raised during group interactions shov/ed the group 
to be "engaged" and very interested in society and current events . Thoy felt 
that the elderly co'dd '■ave valuable insight to the :/ounger generation on 
come of today«3 social problems. Hov/ever, thoy felt that yoling people 
xjere not vdlling to listen to them or their "advice • 
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It is hard to sey r^.c benefitt-^d the nost fron Eeadarana . Tb-r 
participants en]oyad th6 social aspects and tha rendnisaences about tr.9 
pnst, ?ut the leader leanioci of life on the Oklaho^sa prairie, hcir tc 
ahuttie coal into a stoker, horr to sand a chair, ar*d received lav5sh vreekly 
reinTcrceTTient for being ^illiug to listen and appreciate the interests of 
a sr.all, active group of senior citizens "who are very much alive. 

Raadarana vms established for a ccmanity retirement center in Ather^, 
Georgia. Tns sessions, held 0:19 hour "iveekly for tvrelve "weeks, vrere attended 
by healthy and active elderly ViTomen -whose ages ranged from 59 to 75. The 
participants -were lifelong leaders Tjfho enjoyed reading ae a hobby and .* 
FLoadarHma a^ a social outlet. The pcrfcicipants -were representative of the 
entire adult popvlaticm^ not a subgroup to be labelled "the elderly*" 
Readarara points oiit the value of tlie reading 5:roup as an outlet for. 
en elrsfady-es-cabli^'hed ?.obby and as a msans of foming social con-tacts 
for the rati roe • 
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